THE   PALIO   AT   SIENA
There was a burst of applause.    The pageant
was over.    Another gunshot    And In the midst
of more applause,, the racehorses were ridden to
the starting place.

The course is three times round the piazza,
whose shape, as I have said, is something like that
of an ancient theatre. Consequently, there are
two sharp turns, where the ends of the semicircle
meet the straight diameter. One of these, owing
to the irregularity of the plan, is sharper than the
other. The outside wall of the track is padded
with mattresses at this point, to prevent impetuous
jockeys who take the corner too fast from dashing
themselves to pieces. The jockeys ride bare-
back 5 the ^horses run on a thin layer of sand
spread over the flagstones of the piazza. The
Palio is probably the most dangerous fiat-race in
the world. And it is made the more dangerous
by the excessive patriotism of the rival contrade.
For the winner of the race as he reins in his
horse after passing the post, is set upon by the
supporters of the other contrade (who all think
that their horse should have won), with so real
and earnest a fury that the carabiniers must always
intervene to protect man and beast from lynching,
Our places were at a point some two or three
hundred yards beyond the post, so that we had an
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